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Finger-
Spelling

Similar to spoken 
language, sign 
language also 
varies in languages. 
Bristish Sign 
Language, American 
Sign Language 
and everything in 
between.

A good start to 
learn sign language 
is by familiarising 
ourselves with finger 
spelling. This also 
varies depending on 
language.
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Greetings
Aside the verbal 
“Hi”s and “Hello”s, a 
greeting can consist 
of an exchange of 
formal expression, 
kisses, handshakes, 
hugs, and various 
hand gestures. 

The form of greeting is 
determined by social 
etiquette, as well as 
by the relationship of 
the people.



9 10

In Western cultures, the handshake is very 
common, though it has numerous subtle variations 
in the strength of grip, the vigour of the shake, the 
dominant position of one hand over the other, and 
whether or not the left hand is used.

In Turkey, Malaysia, Indonesia, Somalia, and Brunei, a 
handshake followed by hand-kissing is a common way 
to greet elder people, primarily the closest relatives 
(both parents, grandparents, and uncles or aunts) and 
teachers. Occasionally, after kissing the hand, the 
greeter will draw the hand to his own forehead. In the 
Philippines, the gesture evolved into just touching the 
hand to the forehead.

9 10
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For Muslims, touching people of the opposite sex 
whom you can potentially marry is not permitted 
thus handsakes occur only within the same sex or 
family. 

They would also hold the the other person’s hand 
with both hands to express extra care and sincerity. 
This is called salam in South East Asian countries. 

11 12
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A wave is gesture that consists of the movement of 
the hand and/or entire arm that people commonly 
use to greet each other, but it can also be used to 
say goodbye, acknowledge another’s presence, call 
for silence, or deny someone.

Alternatively waving to say “hello” or “goodbye” is 
done by moving the fingers down towards the wrist 
and back to an open palm position while keeping 
the palm facing out. 

14
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In India, it is common to see the Namte greeting 
(or Sat Sri Akal for Sikhs) where the palms of 
the hands are pressed together and held near the 
heart with the head gently bowed.

Gassho is Japanese word that means “palms of 
the hands placed together.” The gesture is used in 
some schools of Buddhism, as well as in Hinduism. 
The gesture is made as a greeting, in gratitude, or 
to make a request. It can also be used as a mudra 
— a symbolic hand gesture used during meditation.

In Thailand, the Wai gesture is where the hands 
are placed together palm to palm, approximately 
at nose level, while bowing. The men and women 
would usually press two palms together and bow a 
little while saying “Sawadee ka” (female speaker) 
or “Sawadee krap” (male speaker).

15
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The fist and palm salute is more commonly 
aong Chinese during Chinese New Year as a 
congratulating gesture. 

Today, though Chinese would usually shake hands 
when meeting friends and relatives, similar like it 
in the west, people would still make fist and palm 
salutes when they are paying visit to someone 
during the traditional Chinese new year or 
attending someone’s wedding reception, birthday 
reception or funeral.

17 18
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Universal
Signs

Hand signs are just an 
extension of human 
communication. 
Many of these 
signs are known 
and understood 
universally. In some 
cases, the meaning 
will vary depending 
on culture and 
location but even 
then, many would 
recognise the more 
universal context of it.
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The thumbs up sign is universally known to 
describe good, okay, and in the modern days of 
social media, a like.

While the thumbs up sign has been understood 
and used for many years, nowadays, it’s often used 
in the form of emojis. When using the thumbs up 
emoji, one would communicate that something is 
good, understood and/or when something pleases 
them. This came from the like feature that originated 
from Facebook.

In another context, this sign is also used by hitch 
hikers to stop cars on the road.

The thumbs down is the opposite of thumbs up. 
This is usually understood as dissaproval, bad and 
anything negative.

It is also widely used as emojis and it is used to 
express dislike over something. 

21 22
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The V sign has various meanings, depending on 
the circumstances and how it is presented. 

The more widespread use as a victory sign (“V for 
Victory”) was introduced in January 1941 as part 
of a campaign by the Allies of World War II.

A commonly repeated legend claims that the two-
fingered salute or V sign derives from a gesture 
made by longbowmen fighting in the English 
archers at the Battle of Agincourt (1415) during 
the Hundred Years’ War, but no written historical 
primary sources support this contention.

U.S. President Richard Nixon used the gesture to 
signal victory in the Vietnam War, an act which 
became one of his best-known trademarks. He also 
used it on his departure from public office following 
his resignation in 1974.

Protesters against the Vietnam War (and subsequent 
anti-war protests) and counterculture activists in the 
1960s adopted the gesture as a sign of peace. 
Because the hippies of the day often flashed this 
sign (palm out) while saying “Peace”, it became 
popularly known (through association) as ‘the 
peace sign’.

23
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A shrug a gesture performed by raising both 
shoulders, and is a representation of an individual 
either being indifferent about something or not 
knowing an answer to a question.

In many cases, the shrug is also accompanied by 
the palms of the both hands facing upwards. You’d 
see this a lot in the use of the shrug emoji.

25 26
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To make a pinky promise, or pinky swear, 
is a traditional gesture most commonly practiced 
amongst children involving the locking of the 
pinkies of two people to signify that a promise has 
been made. The gesture is taken to signify that the 
person can break the finger of the one who broke 
the promise.

People often think proper tea drinking means 
sticking your pinky out. That’s actually rude and 
connotes elitism. It comes from the fact that cultured 
people would eat their tea goodies with three 
fingers and commoners would hold the treats with 
all five fingers. Thus was born the misguided belief 
that one should raise their pinky finger to show they 
were cultured.

The other reason was because given the size of 
teacups, it’s impossible to fit all fingers like how you 
would with a mug!

27 28
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The thinking gesture comes in many forms. 
What they all have in common is that all of them 
usually have something to do with touching the  
face or the head. It’s usually backed up with a 
pondering facial expression. Whether or not this 
gesture helps with the thinking process is very much 
debatable but it definitely makes you look like 
you’re deep in thought.

29 30
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The action of having an open hand, palm facing 
downwards while having it rocked slightly would 
mean ‘so-so’.

The so-so gesture expresses neutral (‘so-so’) 
sentiment or mild dissatisfaction (‘meh’), or can 
describe an uncertain situation (‘maybe’).

31 32
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The sign of the horns is a hand gesture with a 
variety of meanings and uses in various cultures.

In Hinduism, a similar hand gesture – with the tips 
of middle and ring finger touching the thumb – is 
a yogic gesture believed to rejuvenate the body. 
In Buddhism, it is seen as an apotropaic gesture to 
expel demons, remove negative energy, and  
ward off evil.

countries such as Brazil, Greece, Italy, Portugal, 
Spain and Mexico, when directed towards 
someone and swiveled back and forth, the sign 
implies cuckoldry.

Ronnie James Dio was known for popularizing the 
sign of the horns in heavy metal. Dio many times 
explained to the media that he took the hand sign 
from his Italian grandmother.

This sign could also mean I Love You (ILY). 
Seen primarily in the United States and other 
Americanized countries, the sign originated among 
deaf schoolchildren using American Sign Language 
to create a sign from a combination of the signs for 
the letters I, L, and Y.

34
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When being told a secret, a gesture that can be 
done to insinuate that the secret is safe with them 
is by doing the zipping motion across one’s mouth. 
This shows that their lips are sealed and the secret 
is safe with them.

You could also be a little extra by making a locking 
motion at the end of your lips (thumb and pointer 
finger pinched together and twist) and throwing 
away the key.

35



37 38

As a child, the gesture for an imaginary phone 
or an imaginary phonecall is by having the thumb 
near the ear and the pinky near the mouth. This 
imitates the shape of a landline phone where it is 
slightly curved towards the ears and mouth.

Doing the gesture while maintaining eye contact 
with a person would mean that you would want the 
person to call you.

Interestingly enough, when asking the younger 
generation, particularly ones who did not grow up 
to see a landline telephone or a not-so-smart mobile 
phone, they would hold up their palm towards their 
ears to immitate a smartphone!
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When you flash your palm at someone, you want 
them to pause or stop. Do this while anyone is 
speaking and they will almost instantly be quiet. The 
gesture holds a lot of power so when done willy-
nilly especially during conversations, you might 
come off as very rude.

In the context of interrupting a conversation, it could 
also mean ‘talk to the hand’ which is a way to 
dismiss someone mid conversation.

Other than conversation stoppers, it is also 
shown to tell someone to stop doing something. 
In Malaysia, it can be used to say hi to someone 
you know, to call a waiter, and to say thank you 
to another driver. It is also used when crossing the 
street and this is humorously known as the ‘God 
hand’ because it seems as though you have the 
power to stop cars.

39
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The finger gun is a hand gesture in which a 
person uses their hand to mimic a handgun. The 
middle finger can also act as the trigger finger or 
part of the barrel itself. Also, an optional clicking of 
the fingers can be included when forming the “gun” 
as to emphasise the gesture. It is similar to pointing.

It is also sometimes used by placing the ‘gun’ to the 
side of one’s own head, in one’s mouth, or under 
the chin, as if committing suicide, to indicate a 
strong desire to be put out of one’s misery, either 
from boredom or exasperation, or to express one’s 
dislike for a situation. It can be used as an insulting 
gesture, as to suggest that another person’s brain 
should be blown out of the back of their head.

Another form is the combination of two hands to 
express a greeting.

41 42
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A beckoning sign is a type of gesture intended 
to beckon or call-over someone or something. It is 
usually translated into “come here”. In the United 
States, the ‘beckoning finger’ or the ‘beckoning 
palm’ are the most common gestures implying 
beckoning. Both are accomplished by up-turning 
the palm, and extending and retracting either one 
finger while keeping the rest clenched in a fist or by 
extending and retracting all of the fingers, all while 
keeping the palm upturned.

In the Philippines and South Korea, beckoning 
someone in the American fashion is regarded rude 
and fit only for dogs. The acceptable way to call 
someone is to use four fingers pointing down, with 
the palm facing the beckoner.

43
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The tiny finger gesture is made with all fingers 
enclosed in the hand except the thumb and index 
fingers. Those two are put close to each other 
without touching. This is used to indicate a small 
amount of something or when speaking indicate 
one is making a fine distinction when speaking.

The small gap between the fingers also means tiny, 
thin or a small amount so this sign could be used 
to emphasize something small or synonymous to it. 
Examples could be something physical like a small 
pea or something non physical like your patience 
running thin

46
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The shaka sign, sometimes known as “hang 
loose”, is a gesture of friendly intent often 
associated with Hawaii and surf culture. Residents 
of Hawaii use the shaka to convey the “Aloha 
Spirit”, a concept of friendship, understanding, 
compassion, and solidarity among the various 
ethnic cultures that reside in Hawaii, lacking a 
direct semantic to literal translation.

The shaka can also be used to express “howzit?”, 
“thanks, eh?”, and “all right!”. Drivers will often use 
it on the road to communicate distant greetings and 
gratitude. 

The sign can also be used to indicate the imbibing 
of a bottled drink, either alcoholic or non-alcoholic, 
as attested to below, by placing the thumb to the 
mouth and motioning the little finger upward as if 
tipping up a bottle’s bottom end. 

47
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Shaking (or in some countries, nodding) your head 
or a displeased facial expression is already a clear 
sign of no. When held up or moved side to side 
(finger-wagging), it can be an admonitory gesture. 
Having the arms straight and crossed over each 
other in front of one’s chest would also mean ‘No’. 

Nowadays, this gesture, while not often used in 
spoken conversation, is more commonly seen 
through emojis on texts.

49 50
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The raised fist, or the clenched fist, is a long 
standing image of mixed meaning, often a symbol 
of political solidarity. It can also be used as a 
salute to express unity, strength, or resistance.

The symbol has been picked up and incorporated 
around the world by various self-described 
oppressed groups. In 2015 it has emerged in 
the self-proclaimed People’s Rebublics of Donetsk 
and Lugansk among the Russia-backed separatists 
fighting against the Ukrainian Army, along with the 
phrase “¡No Pasarán!”.

The raised fist logo may represent unity or solidarity, 
generally with oppressed peoples. The black 
fist, also known as the Black Power fist is a logo 
generally associated with Black nationalism, Black 
pride, solidarity, and socialism.

52
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The use of the gesture is often considered by 
children as an excuse for telling a white lie. By 
extension, a similar belief is that crossing one’s 
fingers invalidates a promise being made.

The crossed fingers is a hand gesture 
commonly used to wish for luck. Occasionally it 
is interpreted as an attempt to implore God for 
protection. The gesture is referred to by the common 
expressions “cross your fingers”, “keep your fingers 
crossed”, or just “fingers crossed”. The earliest use 
of the gesture had two people crossing their index 
fingers to form a cross.

54
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Pointing is a gesture specifying a direction 
from a person’s body, usually indicating a location, 
person, event, thing or idea. 

Pointing typically develops within the first two years 
of life in humans, and plays an important role in 
language development and reading in children. It 
is central to the use of sign language, with a large 
number of signs being some variation on pointing.

Different cultures may point using a range of 
variations on index finger pointing. In Japan, 
pointing is done with the fingers together and the 
palm facing upwards; in Germany, with the little 
finger only. Those of Indian heritage may point 
using the chin, whole hand, or thumb. 

Pointing with the finger is considered rude in 
Malaysia so directions are often given using an 
open hand or using the thumb.

55
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Pop
Culture
Signs

Similar to language, 
hand signs as a tool 
for communication 
is also evolving. This 
could be influenced 
by traditional 
media like movies 
and TV to social 
media platforms like 
instagram and TikTok. 
A lot of these signs 
also translates well  
on text with the use  
of emojis.
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A hand heart is a gesture in which a person 
forms a heart shape using their fingers. Hand 
hearts are usually more popular within the younger 
generation.

The upside down hand heart gesture was first noted 
in art in 1989, when Italian artist Maurizio Cattelan 
created an art image of the gesture as his first 
artwork named Family Syntax.

The finger heart gesture is a trend that was 
popularized in South Korea during the 2010s. The 
thumb and index finger of one hand are crossed to 
form a heart shape.

Before the appearance of finger hearts, it was 
common to make small hearts with two hands or to 
make large hearts by raising and curving both arms 
above the head.

59 60
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The Vulcan salute is a hand gesture 
popularized by the 1960s television series Star 
Trek. The Vulcan “salute” was devised by Leonard 
Nimoy, who portrayed the half-Vulcan character Mr. 
Spock on the original Star Trek television series. 

The White House referenced the Vulcan salutation 
in its statement on Leonard Nimoy’s death, calling it 
“the universal sign for ‘Live long and prosper’”.
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Two Fingers Touching or the ‘I’m Shy’ fingers are 
two index finger emojis touching one another which 
typically signify shyness or hesitation when asking 
a question. Although the set of emojis have been 
used since they were available for iPhone in 2011, 
the action of performing the finger touch or adding 
it to text in memes became popular in March 2020 
on Twitter and TikTok. Since then, people have been 
doing it in real life to immitate TikTok trends or  
as jokes.

63 64



65 66

The Loser is a hand gesture made by extending 
the right thumb and index fingers, leaving the other 
fingers closed to create the letter L, interpreted as 
“loser”, and generally given as a demeaning sign. 
Sometimes this is accompanied by raising the hand 
to the giver’s forehead.

The gesture was popular in the 1990s, partly 
popularized by the 1994 movie Ace Ventura: Pet 
Detective and 1993’s The Sandlot, as well as the 
1999 Smash Mouth song “All Star,” which contains 
the lyric “she was looking kind of dumb with her 
finger and her thumb in the shape of an ‘L’ on  
her forehead.”
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The three-finger salute is a hand gesture made by 
raising the index, middle and ring fingers, while 
holding the thumb to the little finger, and raising the 
hand in a salute. 

The gesture originated in the dystopian young 
adult book and film series The Hunger Games by 
Suzanne Collins, but has been adopted by pro-
democracy protest movements, mainly in Thailand, 
where it later spread to Hong Kong and Myanmar, 
as well as in other countries.

The salute first became a real-world pro-democracy 
symbol in the aftermath of the 2014 Thai coup 
d’état.Due to its use, the symbol was made illegal 
in Thailand.The gesture was revived by protesters in 
the 2020 Thai political crisis.

The salute was used for a time during the Umbrella 
Movement in 2014 before being revived in the 
2019-20 Hong Kong protests, inspired by its 
renewed usage in Thailand, and continues to be 
used to symbolize resistance against the  
Chinese government.
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Rude
Gestures

Sometimes it’s easier 
done than said. Rude 
gestures have been a 
way to cuss someone 
out. Sometimes 
they’re obvious but 
sometimes they’re not. 
Every country varies 
and the friendly or 
seemingly mundane 
gesture that we’re 
used to could possibly 
be extremely rude in 
other countries.
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In Vietnam, crossing your fingers, as we would 
in the U.S. to wish for luck, depicts a woman’s 
genitalia and is considered extremely insulting 
if aimed at another person. It is the hand-sign 
alternative of calling someone the c-word.

In Western culture, ‘the finger’ or the middle finger 
(as in giving someone the (middle) finger or the 
bird or flipping someone off) is an obscene hand 
gesture. The gesture communicates moderate to 
extreme contempt, and is roughly equivalent in 
meaning to “fuck me”, “fuck you”, “shove it up your 
ass/arse”, “up yours” or “go fuck yourself”. 
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Making a circle with your thumb and your index 
finger is how to signal ‘OK’ for most.

But make the same gesture in Brazil, and you’re 
giving the equivalent to the middle finger — 
the gesture has “insulting and scatological 
connotations,” as the New York Times put it. 
Richard Nixon once raised some eyebrows in the 
1950s when he made the gesture in Brazil as he 
stepped off a plane.

Some countries, including England, Ireland, New 
Zealand, and South Africa, consider an outward-
facing V-sign (AKA a peace sign) as giving 
someone the middle finger. The ‘two-fingered salute’ 
(also ‘the forks’ in Australia) is commonly performed 
by flicking the V upwards from wrist or elbow. 
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The fig sign is a mildly obscene gesture used at 
least since the Roman Age in Italy, Southern Europe, 
parts of the Mediterranean region, including in 
Turkish culture, and has also been adopted by 
Slavic cultures and South Africa. The gesture uses a 
thumb wedged in between two fingers. This gesture 
is most commonly used to ward off the evil eye, 
insult someone, or deny a request. 

It is still currently used in Australia and Czech 
Republic to pretend taking the nose off a child.

The sign of the horns, or corna in Italian (‘horned 
hand’), is a gesture with various meanings 
depending on culture, context, or the placement 
or movement of the gesture. One of the meanings 
is a way to ward off bad luck or the ‘evil eye’. 
It is usually performed with the fingers pointed 
downward (or not towards someone).

The second usage of the gesture is instead 
obscene, disrespectful, and insulting. Unlike the 
first usage of the gesture, this obscene usage of the 
gesture involves pointing the two fingers upward 
or directing the gesture towards someone and 
swiveling the hand back and forth.
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